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The Role of Interim Assessments in a 
Comprehensive Assessment System: A Policy Brief 


The standards-based reform movement has resulted in the wide-spread use of summative assessments 
designed to measure students’ performance at specific points in time. While many have hoped that these 
end-of-year tests would provide instructionally useful information for educators, they do not. This is not 
because there is something “wrong” with these summative accountability tests, rather that they were not 
designed to meet instructional purposes. Recognizing the inherent limitations of summative assessment, 
educators are looking for additional assessments to inform and track student learning during the year. 
Large numbers of vendors are now selling what they call “benchmark,” “diagnostic,” “formative,” and/or 
“predictive” assessments with promises of improving student performance. 

These systems often lay claim to the research documenting the powerful effect of formative assessment 
on student learning. However, the research in this area, including the seminal Black and Wiliam (1998) 
meta- analysis, evaluated formative assessments of a very different character than essentially all current 
commercially- available interim assessment programs. 

This policy brief provides a definition to differentiate between true classroom formative assessment and 
the interim assessments currently in the marketplace. It also describes a framework for understanding 
what purposes interim assessments can serve and considering their appropriate role in a comprehensive 
assessment system. Our goal is to help district leaders thoughtfully examine the commercially-available 
interim assessment products, develop strong specifications for a customized system, develop their own 
interim assessments, or determine that interim assessments are not an appropriate tool for their assess- 
ment system. A second goal is to help state leaders consider what role they might play in supporting 
effective interim assessment practices. (The full paper from which this brief is drawn, A Framework for 
Considering Interim Assessments, February 13, 2007, is available at: www.nciea.org). 
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Section 1 

Distinguishing Among Assessment Types 


Our schema recognizes three assessment types — summative, interim, and formative — and distinguish- 
es among them based on their intended purposes, audience, and use of the information, rather than sim- 
ply based on when the assessment is given. While this policy brief focuses on interim assessment, we 
define the three types of assessment here since we believe that clarifying the distinctions between these 
three types of assessments is a critical first step in determining the appropriate role of interim assessments 
in a comprehensive assessment system. 

Summative assessments are generally given one time at the end of some unit of time such as the 
semester or school year to evaluate students’ performance against a defined set of content standards. 
These assessments typically are given statewide (but can be national or district) and these days are usu- 
ally used as part of an accountability program or to otherwise inform policy. They are the least flexible 
of the assessments. 

Formative assessment is a process used by teachers and students during instruction that provides feed- 
back to adjust ongoing teaching and learning to improve students’ achievement of intended instruction- 
al outcomes. Thus, it is done by the teacher in the classroom for the explicit purpose of diagnosing where 
students are in their learning, where gaps in knowledge and understanding exist, and how to help teach- 
ers and students improve student learning. The assessment is embedded within the learning activity and 
linked directly to the current unit of instruction. The assessments are small-scale (a few seconds, a few 
minutes, certainly less than a class period) and short-cycle (they are often called “minute-by-minute” 
assessment or formative instruction) . Furthermore, the tasks presented may vary from one student to 
another depending on the teacher’s judgment about the need for specific information about a student at 
a given point in time. Providing corrective feedback, modifying instruction to improve the student’s 
understanding, or indicating areas of further instruction are essential aspects of a classroom formative 
assessment. There is little interest or sense in trying to aggregate formative assessment information 
beyond the specific classroom. 

Interim assessment is the term we suggest for the assessments that fall between formative and summa- 
tive assessment, including the medium-scale, medium-cycle assessments currently in wide use. Interim 
assessments (1) evaluate students’ knowledge and skills relative to a specific set of academic goals, typi- 
cally within a limited time frame, and (2) are designed to inform decisions at both the classroom and 
beyond the classroom level, such as the school or district level. Thus, they may be given at the classroom 
level to provide information for the teacher, but unlike true formative assessments, the results of interim 
assessments can be meaningfully aggregated and reported at a broader level. As such, the timing of the 
administration is likely to be controlled by the school or district rather than by the teacher, which there- 
fore makes these assessments less instructionally relevant than formative assessments. These assessments 
may serve a variety of purposes, including predicting a student’s ability to succeed on a large-scale sum- 
mative assessment, evaluating a particular educational program or pedagogy, or diagnosing gaps in a stu- 
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dent’s learning. Many of the assessments currently in use that are labeled “benchmark,” “formative,” 
“diagnostic,” or “predictive” fall within our definition of interim assessments. 

The triangle in Figure 1 illustrates the distinctions between these three types. 


Figure 1. Tiers of Assessment 



We have started with these definitions of summative, interim and formative assessment because we 
believe that even assessment experts have been hobbled by the lack of clear definitions of assessment types 
and the abundant use of the term “formative assessment” to apply to assessments of very different design 
and purposes. This imprecision has led to a blurring of the differences between what we call “formative 
assessment” and what we call “interim assessment”. Districts putting in place interim assessment systems 
may be getting important and actionable data, but they are rarely getting the power of true formative 
assessment practices. 
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Section 2 

Questions to Start With 


As policymakers decide whether to bring an interim assessment system to their state/ district/ school, we 
encourage them to articulate clearly the intended purpose and use of interim assessments and how the 
particular assessment system will work in the teaching-learning cycle. As a start, we think it will be help- 
ful for educational leaders to address the following questions: 

1 . What do we want to learn from this assessment? 

2. Who will use the information gathered from this assessment? 

3. What action steps will be taken as a result of this assessment? 

4. What professional development or support structures should be in place to ensure the action 

steps are taken and are successful? 

5. How will student learning improve as a result of using this interim assessment system and will 

it improve more than if the assessment system was not used? 

The answers to these questions will reveal a theory of action about how assessments will lead to 
improved student learning. The answers will dictate the type of assessment needed and will drive 
many of the design decisions including the types of items used, the mechanism for implementing it, 
the frequency with which it should be administered, and the types of reports that will need to be 
developed from the data. Importantly, these questions and the associated answers serve as the begin- 
ning of a validity argument in support of (or to refute) the particular assessment system. While this 
policy brief focuses primarily on helping policy makers answer the first question, we emphasize that 
it is essential to consider all five when making decisions about the purchase or design and implemen- 
tation of an interim assessment system. 
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Section 3 

Determining the Purpose for the Interim Assessment 


A critical task for policy makers is to answer explicitly the first question posed above — “What do I want 
to learn from this assessment?” — and then find or develop a set of assessments that best fits that pur- 
pose. We see three general classes of purposes for interim assessments: instructional, evaluative, and pre- 
dictive. Within each general class, there are myriad specific purposes. Each general class and examples 
within them are described below. 

Of course, educational leaders are often trying to squeeze as many purposes as possible out of a single 
system. However, few assessments or assessment systems can serve more than two or three purposes well 
and they tend to work best when the various purposes have been prioritized explicitly. Thus, these 
descriptions of assessment purposes are followed by a discussion of the challenges inherent in attempt- 
ing to use one assessment to serve multiple purposes. 

A. Instructional Purposes 

Interim assessments designed to serve instructional purposes should provide results that enable educators 
to adapt instruction and curriculum to better meet student needs. Within this general category of 
instructional purposes, policymakers and assessment leaders must go further and articulate and priori- 
tize the specific instructional purposes for their interim assessment system to better guide the design 
and/or selection. For example, interim assessments can be used to enrich the curriculum, determine stu- 
dents’ strength and weakness in a particular domain, or provide feedback to students for motivational 
and metacognitive reasons. 

When the purpose is to enrich the curriculum, assessments are designed to have students explore con- 
cepts in greater depth or provide tasks that stretch students and teachers to do things at deeper cognitive 
levels than they might otherwise. The assessment itself provides the rich instruction. 

When the purpose is to illuminate strengths and weaknesses of individuals or groups of students, an 
assessment system often contains a bank of items aligned with the state curriculum that teachers can 
use to create a test to evaluate student learning on the concepts taught to date. Results are reported 
immediately, and data are disaggregated by content standard 1 allowing teachers to identify strengths 
and weaknesses in the students’ learning. Ideally, to provide actionable information the assessment is 
fully aligned with the specific classroom or at least school curriculum and provides more in-depth 
analyses of student misconceptions or lack of understanding along with instructional tools and strate- 
gies for improving instruction. An interim differs from a true formative assessment even when used 
for similar instructional purposes in terms of the timing and the capability for aggregating the results 
beyond a single classroom. 
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Finally, if the specific instructional purposes are targeted toward motivating and providing feedback to 
students about their learning, tasks should be designed to engage students and encourage them to wres- 
de with challenging subject matter knowledge. Quick feedback afforded by computer-based testing pro- 
grams can likely motivate students and provide them with feedback about their strengths and weakness- 
es in particular content domains. Rich tasks that make student thinking and productions explicit, such 
as exhibitions and projects, can also provide motivation and feedback. The goal, in any case, is for pol- 
icymakers to ensure that the feedback is worthwhile and accurate. 

B. Evaluative Purposes 

The primary goal of interim assessments designed for evaluative purposes is to provide information to 
help the teacher, school administrator, curriculum supervisor, or district policymaker learn about curric- 
ular or instructional choices and take specific action to improve the program, affecting subsequent teach- 
ing and thereby, presumably, improving the learning. Think of this as a program evaluation designed to 
change curriculum and instruction not necessarily in mid-term but over the years. 

Assessment systems designed to serve evaluative purposes must provide detailed information about rela- 
tively fine-grained curricular units. However, not every student needs to be assessed in order for the 
teacher or administrator to receive high-quality information from an evaluative assessment. Examples of 
assessments used for evaluative purposes include assessments given at various points throughout the year 
to provide more details about student performance on instructionally- relevant subdomains (e.g., adding 
simple fractions) — not with the intention of intervening but for evaluating the effectiveness of a pro- 
gram, strategy, or teacher. Moreover, assessments can be used to learn which concepts students under- 
stood well and which were less clearly taught by teachers within one or more schools with the goal of 
helping them modify the curriculum and instructional strategies for future years. Similarly, they can be 
used to provide a more in-depth understanding at the school level on how the test items link to the con- 
tent standards and how instruction can be better aligned with improved performance on the test. 

Another set of important evaluative purposes for interim assessments can be to enforce some minimal 
quality through standardization of curriculum and pacing guides, centralizing coordination for highly 
mobile urban student populations and high teacher turn-over, or as a lever to overcome differences in 
learning expectations and grading standards. 

C. Predictive Purposes 

Predictive assessments are designed to determine each student’s likelihood of meeting some criterion 
score on the end-of-year tests. End users should be able to aggregate the results to the classroom, sub- 
group, school, and even district level. We suspect that there are few assessment systems where the only 
purpose of the system is to predict performance on some later assessment. Nevertheless, the predic- 
tive purposes of interim assessments are important to many users, and this interest could increase as 
the annual NCLB targets continue to rise and there is increasing emphasis on high school exit exams. 
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In addition, we have received anecdotal reports from certain users that scores from these predictive- 
type assessments can serve as a screener. That is, in some districts, predictive tests are used solely to 
identify students who are not on track to succeed on the end-of-year assessment. Then, once those 
students are identified, they are given further probes to determine areas of weakness and provided with 
remedial instruction, extra support, and/or tutoring. This scenario could be an example of how inter- 
im and formative assessments work together to help improve student performance on a summative 
assessments. It also highlights the value of having all three of these assessment types aligned in a com- 
prehensive assessment system. 

D. Multiple Purposes 

Given constrained resources, it is no wonder that educational leaders are tempted to use a single assess- 
ment system for as many purposes as possible. Unfortunately, one of the truisms in educational meas- 
urement is that when an assessment system is designed to fulfill too many purposes — especially dis- 
parate purposes — it rarely fulfills any purpose well. This does not mean that certain interim assess- 
ment systems cannot fulfill more than one purpose. If the system is intended to provide rich infor- 
mation about individual students’ strengths and weaknesses tied to a particular set of curricular goals, 
then these results can likely be aggregated to the subgroup, school, and/or district level to provide eval- 
uative and predictive information. On the other hand, if the primary goal is to gather predictive or 
early warning information, it is unlikely that the assessment will contain rich enough information for 
full instructional or even evaluative purposes. 

Therefore, if users want to fulfill multiple purposes, they must design a system to fulfill the finest grain 
purposes first. Users can then consider approaches to aggregate the results to more general levels in 
the educational system. Alternatively, users can carefully and explicitly differentiate between the 
assessments designed for use with all students and those for use with students for whom more fine 
grained information is needed. 
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Section 4 

Characteristics of an Effective Interim Assessment System 
to be used for Instructional Purposes 


Once educational leaders are clear about purposes for the interim assessment system, they still face myr- 
iad additional considerations and decisions. This section provides guidance in sorting through those 
considerations and decisions by identifying characteristics of effective interim assessment systems. 

It is important to note at the outset that there is little research on what kinds of educational results can 
reasonably be expected from interim assessment and thus little evidence about the characteristics of an 
effective interim assessment system. Our sense, however, is that it is reasonable to expect that interim 
assessments, when well designed, can accomplish evaluative, predictive and instructional purposes. Our 
work with many states and districts and conversations with state, district and assessment leaders suggests 
some common sense guidance that can help guide decision making until better evidence is developed. 

Here we focus on the characteristics of interim assessments for instructional purposes. This is because 
most districts appear to want to use assessments for this purpose, most vendors say their assessments can 
meet that purpose, and we have more concerns about claims for instructional purposes then for evaluative 
and predictive purposes. 

A. General Design Characteristics 

There is no one-size-fits-all assessment, only a best design for a desired use and the existing constraints 
and resources. We recognize that some districts or states will be looking to purchase an already-available 
assessment system, while others will be looking to create a system customized to their needs. The con- 
siderations described below are appropriate for both approaches. 

The general characteristics of any interim assessment that is to be used for instructional purposes include: 

• Not all multiple-choice. 

• Provision for qualitative insights about understandings and misconceptions and not just a 

numeric score. 

• Immediate implications for what to do besides re-teaching every missed item. 

• Rich representation of the content standards students are expected to master 

• High quality test items that are directly linked to the content standards and specific 

teaching units 

• A good fit within the curriculum so that the test is an extension of the learning rather than a 

time-out from learning 

• A good fit with curriculum pacing so that students are not tested on content not yet taught 
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• Clear reporting that provides actionable guidance on how to use the results 

• Validation of the uses of and information provided by the assessment 

• Administration features (speed, availability of normative information, customization, timing 

flexibility; adaptive) that match the assessment purposes 

• Professional development for teachers 

While each item on this checklist could be discussed in-depth, we believe that five merit particular atten- 
tion: reporting, item type, scoring, item quality, and professional development. 

B. Reporting Results 

One strategy for defining the desired characteristics is to focus on reporting. What do we want the tests 
to tell us? Score reports serve to make the results actionable. We recommend visualizing and designing 
the intended reporting system as a way of clarifying all the information desired from the assessment. 
Assessments serving an instructional purpose will have different features in their reports than those serv- 
ing predictive or evaluative purposes. 

A score report should go beyond indicating which questions were answered incorrecdy; it should inform 
a plan for action to further student learning. Technology has helped make it possible to “slice and dice” 
assessment data in myriad ways, and unfortunately it has become easy and tempting to provide volumi- 
nous reports to teachers, administrators, parents and students. However, most people can only absorb 
and act on small amounts of data at a time. We suggest that reporting systems should be built so that 
initial reports provide only the most important actionable data - with provisions for easy access to addi- 
tional on an “as wanted” basis. Over time, as users become more comfortable using reports and demand 
for more data builds, reports might be redesigned to provide additional data. Further, to judge a report- 
ing system’s effectiveness, it must be vetted with those who need to use the information: teachers in most 
cases but also school leaders. 

A particularly important issue in the reporting of interim assessment data is whether and how to make 
the data public and whether and how to incorporate the data into formal or informal accountability sys- 
tems. While there is no hard evidence on the best approach, our sense is that the results of interim assess- 
ments should be made public within the district (among teachers, administrators and parents) but 
should not be used for accountability purposes. This is particularly true if assessments are to be used for 
instructional purposes and the goal is for teachers to use assessment results as the basis for conversations 
among themselves and with their students about the nature of students’ work and the changes in their 
own practice that are needed to improve this work. For such conversations and analyses to take place, 
teachers must believe in - and not fear - the assessment results. 
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C. Item Type 


Only after the purpose and desired form of results are clear, can we begin to think about the types of 
items that would be appropriate for the interim assessment. One of the goals of this paper is to broad- 
en the discussion of interim assessments to include more locally-developed or other customized 
approaches. Adopting this viewpoint allows us to consider a wider range of item types than is typically 
the case with commercial systems. Performance tasks, particularly extended tasks, can serve instruction- 
al purposes more readily than other interim assessment item types. They enrich the curriculum, provide 
opportunities for more in-depth focus on the content area, and provide opportunities for teachers to 
learn about student thinking as they observe students working on the tasks. These tasks can be relative- 
ly short, such as graphing the results shown in a table, or more complex, such as designing, carrying out, 
and analyzing a science experiment. Again, as long as the results can be aggregated and used at a level 
beyond the classroom (which can be done through systematic observations, rubrics, and other scoring 
methods), an assessment with these types of tasks falls under our definition of interim. 

Extended performance tasks such as a research paper, science laboratory, or historical debate, have the 
advantage of helping to erase the familiar boundaries between assessment and instruction. When stu- 
dents are engaged in such tasks, an observer struggles to determine whether there is an assessment under- 
way or simply an interesting instructional unit. Perhaps most importantly, these types of performance 
tasks, when well designed, increase student motivation by engaging them in meaningful interactions 
with rich subject matter. 

D. Item Quality 

An assessment can be only as good as the quality of the items, no matter how much thought and good 
intentions were part of the design. Good assessment items represent in-depth coverage of the specific 
content standards and curricular goals to be assessed, provide information about students’ depth of 
understanding, and identify students’ learning gaps and misconceptions. To accomplish these goals, 
items must provide opportunities for students to demonstrate their thinking and they must be built on 
research related to how students’ learning progresses — that is how they develop proficiency in a partic- 
ular domain. 

Because so many widely used interim assessment systems rely primarily on multiple-choice and short 
constructed-response items, the accompanying box describes some of the design features that allow these 
types of items to yield instructionally relevant information. 

Potential users of commercial systems should conduct structured, expert-led reviews of the quality of 
items that will be used on their tests. Consider developing a set of criteria for including items in a cen- 
tralized item bank. Similarly, those developing a customized or other local system need structured expert 
reviews to ensure that the assessments can validly fulfill the intended purposes. It sounds overly obvious 
to say that the quality of the interim assessment system is dependent upon the quality of the items 
included in such systems, but this point often gets overlooked. 
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Characteristics of multiple choice and short answer interim 
assessment items that can yield instructional^ 
relevant information 


Well-designed multiple-choice items can provide constructive feedback on the breadth of stu- 
dents’ knowledge as well as providing a quick check on misconceptions or incomplete under- 
standings. A classic example of a multiple-choice item that provides evidence of student learn- 
ing is the following : 2 Consider the four diagrams shown below. In which of the following diagrams, 
is one quarter of the area shaded ? 



Diagram A is the obvious answer, but B is also correct. However, some students do not believe that 
one quarter ofB is shaded because of a belief that the shaded parts have to be contiguous. Students 
who believe that one quarter ofC is shaded have not understood that one region shaded out of four 
is not necessarily a quarter. Diagram D is perhaps the most interesting here. One quarter of this 
diagram is shaded, although the pieces are not all equal; students who rely too literally on the 
“equal areas” definition of fractions will say that D is not a correct response. By crafting questions 
that explicitly build in the under- and over-generalizations that we know students make, we can 
get far more useful information about what to do next. 

For items such as these to be instructional^ useful, there should be a clear theoretical basis 
related to how students develop proficiency in the domain when developing the item detrac- 
tors. There must be a sound research basis for linking each wrong answer to a specific gap 
in learning. In addition, as good as any one item may be, usually many multiple-choice items 
are required to gain real insight into why a student answers incorrectly. 

Another way to enrich the information gained from multiple-choice items or from short con- 
structed response items is to ask the student to justify their response to each item. Asking ques- 
tions such as “why did you select that answer?” or “what rule or information did you use to 
arrive at your decision?” or simply asking students to explain their answer can provide addition- 
al insights into the student’s thinking. This strategy also allows the test to serve two purposes: 
to provide quick aggregate data on student performance and to provide more in-depth infor- 
mation about a student’s thinking process that a teacher can use to inform instruction. 
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In some cases more information can be obtained from a related set of items than from a 
single item. Consider, for example, a simple arithmetic problem. If a student answers a 
subtraction problem as follows 

584 

=68 

524 

all we know is that the student answered the item incorrectly. However, if we look at a set of 
student responses 


584 

495 

311 

768 

821 

=68 

=Z3 

=82 

=34 

=17 

524 

422 

371 

734 

816 


we now have more information to process. On the surface, we know that the student 
answered 2 of the 5 items correctly, but if we look closely, we see that the student makes the 
same error on the three items answered incorrectly. On items 1,3, and 5, where the num- 
ber on the bottom contains a digit that is higher than the one on the top, the student is sim- 
ply reversing the order. That is, in the first item, the student should be subtracting the 8 
from the 4 (carrying a 1 to make it 8 from 14), but instead, the student flips it so that s/he 
is subtracting the 4 from the 8. The same error is made on all three items, providing richer 
information on the type of corrective instruction needed. 2 3 


2 This item is taken from "Does Assessment Hinder Learning?" Paper given by Dylan Wiliam at ETS Europe 

Breakfast Salon, July 11, 2006, Institute of Civil Engineers, London, and available online at: 
http://www.uk. etseurope.org/home-corpo-uk/free-resources/free-resources-detail/?doc= 1077 

3 An expanded version of this and other task sets can be found in Pellegrino, Chudowsky, and Glaser’s (eds.) Knowing 

what students know: The science and design of educational assessment. 
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E. Scoring 


Scoring is also an important consideration. While electronic scoring allows results to be produced quick- 
ly and aggregated easily across classrooms and schools, students self-scoring or teachers scoring student 
work is a learning opportunity in itself. This is particularly true for open-ended items where examina- 
tion of the raw student work may enable teachers to observe and interpret patterns in student responses 
that may be lost in a scoring guide. Scores can then be recorded and uploaded for aggregation across 
classrooms or schools. 

F. Professional Development 

To serve instructional purposes, an assessment system must go beyond simply providing data. It must 
include strong supporting materials for interpreting and using the data to effectively modify classroom 
instruction. Specifically, it should include guidance on the types of errors to look for, how to detect 
errors, possible interpretations for each incorrect answer, and what corrective steps can be taken once 
a problem is identified. Again, these common errors on student thinking need to be identified based 
on modern conceptions of learning and empirical research on the nature and distribution of such mis- 
conceptions. 

It is worth noting a tension between the need for professional development to accompany these assess- 
ment systems and the ownership of that responsibility. It is the contention of many assessment devel- 
opers that tools and strategies for improving instruction are the teachers responsibility, not the instru- 
ment providers. Many policymakers, however, want to see that professional-development support 
included in the package that they purchase. We lean toward the latter viewpoint and believe an assess- 
ment system purchased for instructional purposes must include professional development to ensure that 
educators have the tools to use the assessments and the results appropriately. We believe that this should 
be a shared responsibility among the developer and the user. 
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Section 5 

Current Commercially Available Interim Assessment Systems 


Having determined their purposes and intended uses and thoughtfully considered the test design issues 
in the prior section, educational leaders can choose among many assessment systems in the market. In 
this section, we offer some general observations about criteria policy makers might consider when decid- 
ing whether to purchase commercial available assessment systems. 

Many test publishing companies offer interim assessment products, often labeled “formative” or “bench- 
mark” assessment products. These assessments are marketed to serve a plethora of purposes, including 
serving as diagnostic tools, providing information that can be used to guide instruction, determining stu- 
dent placement, measuring growth or progress over time, and predicting success on a future assessment. 
Typically these systems consist of item banks, administration tools, and customized reports. These sys- 
tems often are computer-based and even web-based, allowing students to take the test whenever they 
wish (or their teacher wishes) and wherever a computer with an internet connection is available. Others 
also have the option of creating pencil-and-paper tests. Teachers can construct the tests, the tests can be 
fixed by an administrator, or the tests can be adaptive. 

The items are “linked” to content standards 4 , and results typically are reported in terms of number cor- 
rect. The “diagnostic” portion tends to be a summary of results by content standard, allowing the teacher 
to see which standards students perform well on and which they do not. Often these systems provide a 
variety of options for reports, with different levels of aggregation. A student-level report indicates which 
items students answered correctly or incorrectly, while a classroom report might indicate the percentage 
of students answering each item correctly or the average percent correct for each content standard. 

Some of the products have been linked to state end-of-year assessments, allowing them to serve a predic- 
tive function. Some of these systems have reported correlations and other indices to document the sta- 
tistical link between the interim and summative assessments as evidence of the interim assessment’s pre- 
dictive ability. Most products include at least some measures of their reliability as well. 

These products are marketed as being very flexible, giving instant feedback, and providing diagnostic 
information on which areas need further instruction. However, these systems generally fail in providing 
rich diagnostic feedback regarding student thinking. That is, few provide any information on why a stu- 
dent answered an item incorrectly or how best to provide corrective feedback. For instance, many of 
these computer-based assessments rely primarily on multiple-choice items. Unless each wrong answer 
provides insight into the nature of the student’s incorrect thinking, the only information received from 
this type of item is essentially a correct/incorrect dichotomous response. Likewise, open-ended items 
need to result in more than a score, preferably in a summary report of the types of errors a student is 
making or of the areas of strength and weakness in a given performance (e.g., his/her writing). 


4 


Unfortunately, the strength of the alignment between such commercial tests and the state content standards is rarely evaluated by 
independent analysts, so the “link” between the two is often based on the publishers’ claims. 
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In spite of these caveats and concerns, the best current commercially- available systems can: 

• Provide an item bank reportedly linked to state content standards, 

• Assess students on a flexible time schedule wherever a computer and perhaps internet 

connections are available, 

• Provide immediate or very rapid results, 

• Highlight content standards in which more items were answered incorrectly, and 

• Link scores on these assessments to the scores on end-of-year assessments to predict results on 

end-of-year assessments. 

Many of the better commercially-available interim assessment products can address questions such as: 

• Is this student on track to score Proficient on the end-of-year NCLB tests? 

• Is the student improving over time? 

• What proportion of students is at risk of scoring below Proficient on the end-of-year 

NCLB tests? 

• On which content standards are the students performing relatively well (or poorly ) 5 

(for a student, classroom, school, district, state)? 

• How does this students performance compare to the performance of other students in the class? 

We must note that most of the features described above are not necessarily instructional and while most 
systems meet some of the requirements for an effective interim assessment, few, if any fully meet all of 
the criteria. Again, the focus remains on the purpose. If the purpose of these assessments is to enrich the 
curriculum, challenge the students to self-diagnose their own learning, provide insights into any miscon- 
ceptions the students have, or provide additional professional development for the teachers, many of 
these types of assessment systems are woefully inadequate. 

We find that most commercially-available interim assessment systems currendy do not: 

• Address well multiple purposes, i.e., instructional, evaluative, or predictive 

• Provide rich detail about the curriculum assessed, 

• Help teachers understand the nature of a students misconception(s), 

• Report detailed information on the student’s depth of knowledge on a particular topic, 

• Further a student’s understanding through the type of assessment task, 

• Give teachers the information on how to implement an instructional remedy. 


5 This assumes that there are enough items for given strands or standards to determine if differences are reliably different. 
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Furthermore, these systems typically do not answer the following questions: 

• Why did a student answer an item incorrectly? 

• What are possible strategies for improving performance in this content area? 

• What did the student learn from this assessment? 

• What type of thinking process is this student using to complete this task? 

While we emphasize these concerns about the weakness of available interim assessment systems for 
instructional purposes, we want to be clear that interim assessments can play a productive role in this 
area and in others. In particular, going to the other classes of purposes we noted at the beginning - pre- 
dictive and evaluative - there is much that interim assessments might offer such as helping districts deter- 
mine whether all schools have similarly high standards, whether highly mobile students have exposure 
to a common curriculum, and predicting which students are “off track” so they can intervene. 
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Section 6 

Implications for District and State Decision Makers 


We believe that a good interim assessment can be an integral part of a comprehensive assessment system, 
used in conjunction with classroom formative assessments and summative end-of-year assessments. 
However, policy makers need to carefully consider what they want to accomplish through interim assess- 
ments and whether the interim assessments and support for effective use that they put in place make it 
likely that they can meet their goals. 

The policy brief has focused primarily on analysis and decisions that should be done by districts consid- 
ering the use of interim assessments. In this section, we highlight three additional steps district decision- 
makers should consider in designing and using interim assessments. We then turn to the question of the 
role state policy makers can play in developing and implementing interim assessments. 

A. Additional Implications for District Decision Makers 

Three additional steps for district decision makers to consider in the design and implementation of an 
interim assessment system are: conducting a cost-benefit analysis, building capacity for effective forma- 
tive assessment practices, and evaluating effectiveness. Each is considered below. 

Conduct a Cost-Benefit Analysis 

Any expenditure of resources (instructional time, teacher time, money, etc.) for an interim assessment 
system must provide valuable experiences and information that is not available on the state large scale 
assessment, on another district or school assessment, or in the classroom through daily instructional 
activities. For example, if the primary purpose of the assessment is evaluative, an end-of-year assessment 
may be sufficient. If the primary purpose is to inform instruction, it may be that investments in improv- 
ing daily classroom assessment practices are a more effective strategy. 

Districts may sometimes find it difficult to determine whether a proposed interim assessment provides 
experiences and information not otherwise available on another assessment. Large school districts often 
have many “legacy” assessments - a plethora of diagnostic, formative, interim and summative assess- 
ments as well as assessments for special populations put in place for a variety of schools for a variety of 
reasons over years. We suggest that districts conduct an assessment audit that examines what assessments 
exist in the district, the intended purpose of each, the data they are collecting and the utility of the data. 
Based on the results of the audit, districts may be able to significantly pare down their assessment bur- 
den and reclaim instructional time. 

Another key component of the cost-benefit analysis is, of course, the up-front financial costs of purchas- 
ing and implementing the interim assessment system. Decision makers often look first at this financial 
cost when determining the cost-benefit relationship of investing in an assessment system. We fear that 
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the equation often tips in favor of the obvious up-front costs. For instance, it is cheaper to score multi- 
ple-choice items than constructed-response items or performance tasks, and it often costs less to buy a 
computer-based testing system than to invest in professional development for all teachers. We recognize 
the reality of constrained budgets, but argue that saving a few dollars on an assessment system might 
actually “cost” more in terms of opportunities for learning that may be lost as a result of cutting up-front 
purchase costs. 

Build Capacity for Effective Formative Assessment Practices 

We suspect that one reason school districts are investing in interim assessment systems that they hope 
will serve instructional purposes, rather than promoting formative classroom assessment, is that they lack 
the capacity to do formative assessment well at scale or they are hoping that using assessments will mag- 
ically fix problems with incoherent curricula, lack of instructional expertise, or incoherent policies that 
address the core learning challenges of the district. There simply are not sufficient numbers of teachers 
and administrators with the requisite skills and knowledge and districts lack the professional culture, 
teacher networks, professional development resources and other supports needed to foster effective prac- 
tices. As Black and Wiliam have noted, “. . .the improvement of formative assessment cannot be a sim- 
ple matter. There is no quick fix that can alter existing practice by promising rapid rewards. On the con- 
trary, if the substantial rewards promised by the research evidence are to be secured, each teacher must 
find his or her own ways of incorporating the lessons and ideas set out above into his or her own pat- 
terns of classroom work and into the cultural norms and expectations of a particular school communi- 
ty. This process is a relatively slow one and takes place through sustained programs of professional devel- 
opment and support.” (Black and Wiliam, 1998) 

Districts interested in improving formative assessment practices should design their interim assessment 
systems with explicit attention to increasing teachers’ ability to do formative classroom assessment. The 
choice of item types, the format of reports and data analysis, and the structure and content of profes- 
sional development can be carried out in ways that help teachers learn how to embed assessment within 
a learning activity, provide immediate corrective feedback, and modify instruction to meet students’ 
needs. Over the long term, the focus of assessment effort in a district can move from interim assessment 
to the formative assessment practices that appear to have the most pay off for student learning. 

Evaluate Effectiveness 

Given the lack of research supporting the use of interim assessment and the many questions about the 
power and validity of different types of interim assessment, we suggest that decision makers deliberately 
and continuously evaluate the effectiveness of their interim assessment strategies within and across districts 
and adjust accordingly. This evaluation should include teacher surveys or focus groups to determine how 
the data were used and if there is evidence that the information gained from interim assessments improved 
student learning. Other important information includes the extent to which these assessments improve 
teacher understanding of the link between curriculum and assessment, the ease with which the tests are 
administered, scored, and interpreted, and the link between the interim and summative assessments. 
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B. State Role in Developing and Implementing Interim Assessments 

Data from interim assessments are most often used to inform instruction at the classroom level or other 
educational decisions at the school or district level. They are typically not used for accountability or other 
policy purposes at the state level. So, what role do state educational leaders have in developing and 
implementing interim assessments? 

State assessment leaders can provide invaluable help to districts by building policy-structures to support 
the use of comprehensive assessment systems including the appropriate use of interim assessments. The 
possibilities for state policies in support of effective interim assessment use are considerable. We limit 
our discussion here to the following which we feel are particularly important: 

• Philosophical leadership — establishing and maintaining the vision 

• State assessment design decisions 

• Accountability policies 

• Funding and other resources 

• Professional development policies 

• Quality control 

Leadership: Establishing and maintaining the vision 

State leaders must be clear and coherent as they articulate their vision for learning, instruction, assess- 
ment, and school quality and then work to ensure consistency among the various state initiatives and 
policies. Articulating support for comprehensive assessment systems on the one hand and throwing up 
policy roadblocks, even if inadvertent, to its effective use on the other hand will lead to fragmented 
implementation. This broad vision should support the meaningfulness of formative and interim assess- 
ments. For example, leaders who dwell on the large scale summative results as the only important meas- 
ure of school quality can undermine the use of other assessment approaches. 

Effectively using comprehensive assessments to improve student learning is the type of intervention that 
can take considerable time for successful implementation. Unfortunately, state policy makers tend to 
jump from initiative to initiative. Prioritizing and sustaining challenging interventions can be difficult 
in response to political pressures, but it is a critical role for state leaders to play. This requires that state 
policy makers develop a deep enough understanding of interim and formative assessment so they can 
successfully articulate support for their use. 

State Assessment Design Decisions 

All assessments in a standards-based environment start from the content standards. State leaders can 
insist on having high quality content standards that support the assessment of specific learning targets in 
ways that best support learning and instruction. Content standards developed according to the most up 
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to date learning theories — as almost none are — would better support assessments used to gauge students’ 
progress on learning continuum. The states can then either play a direct role in developing curriculum 
or work with the districts in developing curriculum, aligned with the content standards. 

The state assessment is one of the most visible programs run by any state department of education. It is 
particularly important for the influence it can have over formative and interim assessment practices. 
Certain types of large-scale assessment designs — such as those that provide clear focus on a limited num- 
ber of meaningful outcomes and that use rich item formats — can better signal to the field about the types 
of learning outcomes and tasks that are valued. Many state leaders make decisions about large scale sum- 
mative assessment designs based on key considerations of cost and time for both testing and report turn- 
around. These are certainly legitimate considerations, but leaders must be cognizant that school leaders 
will focus on the assessment results for which they will be held publicly accountable. Therefore, state 
policy leaders — if they are interested in supporting formative and interim assessment use — should work 
to ensure that the large-scale summative assessment is conceptually coherent with these other closer to 
the classroom assessments. 

Accountability Policies 

The types of inputs and outputs that get included in school and/or district accountability can have 
tremendous repercussions throughout the system. State policies — such as those found in Wyoming and 
Rhode Island — where local assessment results are used for graduation certification can direct attention 
and efforts toward improving local assessment practices. Of course, there is always a potential risk when 
using assessments designed to improve teaching and learning for accountability for corruptibility where 
the assessments would not serve either purpose well. Given this potential risk, at this time we recom- 
mend limiting the use of interim assessments in accountability systems to student-based systems (e.g., 
graduation) and not for school accountability purposes. 

Funding and other resources 

Money matters! Creating legislative funding priorities and requests is one of the most important 
aspects of state leaders’ jobs. These requests operationalize the state’s educational values and vision in 
very public ways. Beyond new money, state leaders can reallocate existing resources to support form- 
ative and other local assessment initiatives in ways that make clear their importance to the state’s edu- 
cational program. This leadership may include funding to support districts purchasing an interim 
assessment system or developing one in-house. It could be a direct flow-through to purchase a test, or 
more general funds that could also be used for professional development or other means of support- 
ing local assessments. 

Professional Development Policies 

Although there has been little research on the efficacy of interim assessments in improving student learn- 
ing, one finding that seems consistent is that the effectiveness of the test is dependent on how the teacher 
uses the information to give feedback to the students. Professional development linked to the use of the 
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interim assessment is a necessary component. Teachers need to understand not only how to administer 
the assessment and interpret the results but how to learn from the results and adjust instruction accord- 
ingly. The state can play a valuable role in providing professional development for teachers on adapting 
instruction based on information from an assessment thus turning results into actions. This is no small 
task. Providing this type of professional development support at the state level could maximize the effi- 
ciency of such an effort compared with having each individual school or district mount such a program. 
Professional development courses directly related to state standards could provide additional resources on 
teaching specific units. The state may also provide funding for teachers to receive training related to the 
specific assessment selected by their district. In the long run, the state k-12 department of education 
should work with teacher credentialing and teacher education institutions to make standards-based edu- 
cation and assessment an earlier and more salient part of teacher pre-service. 

Quality Control 

The state department of education can provide invaluable information about interim assessments to its 
districts. First, the department can vet potential vendors of interim assessments and provide informa- 
tion on the characteristics of the assessments available, quality of the items, and the degree of alignment 
with state curriculum. The state department may choose to allow state funds to be spent only on inter- 
im assessment systems that meet a specific qualifications or it may simply provide the information to the 
districts and allow them to use their own judgment. Secondly, the state department of education can 
serve as a warehouse for research studies on the utility of various interim assessments. This research could 
be about specific assessment systems, necessary features of any assessment, or best practices in using 
assessment systems. Thirdly, the state department of education can track which assessments various dis- 
tricts are using and create connections between districts with similar needs and goals. Providing these 
links will help districts learn from each other and replicate success without having to re-invent the wheel. 
Finally, the state DOE can evaluate the relative efficacy of the interim assessments used in the various 
districts in the state and share the results of such evaluations broadly. 
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Section 7 

Conclusions 


Our hope is that policy makers will take at least six points from their reading of this policy brief. 

First, interim assessments, as we have defined them here, are distinct from formative assessment. While 
a definition may seem trivial, we believe that the many terms currently used to describe interim assess- 
ment (benchmark, periodic, predictive, formative) have impeded clear discussions and decisions about 
whether and how interim assessments should be used. 

Second, the research supporting the efficacy of assessment to improve teaching and learning is based 
on formative assessment — the minute-by-minute, classroom assessment that makes up the bottom 
layer of the triangle in Figure 1 on page 4 of this policy brief. There simply is no research base to 
support the claim that interim assessments improve student learning. While interim assessment has 
considerable intuitive appeal, experience shows that there is often a considerable gap between intu- 
ition and research evidence. 

Third, we believe that there are useful and valid purposes for interim assessments within a compre- 
hensive assessment system. Fiowever, in deciding whether interim assessment is an appropriate strat- 
egy, and more specifically, what interim assessment design is appropriate, policymakers must consid- 
er the following: 

• What purpose (predictive, instructional or evaluative) are the interim assessments to serve? 

No assessment system can serve multiple purposes equally well. 

• What is our theory of action about how interim assessments improve teaching and learning? That is, 

who will use the information, what changes in behavior are expected as a result of the information, 
and how teachers, administrators and students will be motivated and supported to do this work? 

Fourth, policy makers should evaluate commercially available assessments cautiously. In particular, if 
policy makers desire interim assessments to serve instructional purposes, they should ask whether they 
meet the criteria suggested in this policy brief. 

Fifth, as with any assessments, policy makers should ask at the outset whether the benefits of interim assess- 
ments outweigh their costs in terms of instructional time, teacher time and fiscal resources. Moreover, as 
interim assessments are put in place, they should be evaluated to determine the answers to this question. 

Finally, policy makers should seek to eliminate the “zone of wishful thinking” in the design and imple- 
mentation of interim assessment systems. Policymakers often hope that data will automatically lead to 
improved practice. Fiowever, experience shows that data must be accompanied by the reporting systems, 
professional development, support structures, and management practices that will impact teacher and 
student beliefs and behaviors. Each of these elements should be considered at the initial phases of design- 
ing or selecting and implementing an interim assessment system. 
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